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GILBERT R. DAVIS 
Verdi's Projected Re Lear: 
A Study of Frustration and Dramatic Genius 
I · Introduction 
Though but three of Verdi's twenty-five operas are based on Shakespearean plays 
- Macbeth, Othello, and The Merry Wives of Windsor - there is little doubt of his 
devotion to Shakespeare. Evidence of this worship abounds in Verdi's letters. Early 
in his career, he confessed preferring "Shakespeare to all other dramatists, including 
the Greeks:' 1 In later years he wrote: "[Shakespeare] has been in my hands from my 
youth, and I constantly read and re-read him:•z To Countess Maffei he expressed it 
this way: "It may be a good thing to copy reality; but to invent reality is much, much 
better ... .These three words: 'to invent reality' may look like a contradiction, but ask 
Papa [i.e., Shakespeare]."3 
Of Verdi's three Shakespearean operas, critics agree that Macbeth, an interesting 
and accomplished work, is less as opera than its original is as drama. On the other 
hand, almost everyone agrees that Otello and Falstaff are operas as great as their 
sources; and some argue that Falstaff vastly improves on The Merry Wives of Windsor. 
But what can be said about Verdi's fourth Shakespearean opera, the proposed Re 
Lear? Would it have surpassed the earlier Macbeth? Would it have equalled Rigoletto, 
Il Trovatore, or La Traviata, operas Verdi composed during the years of planning Re 
Lear? Lacking the music, it is of course impossible to know. Yet, from the Maestro's 
six-year correspondence with his two librettists we can see not only his great frustra-
tion with one of them, but we can also piece together a picture of how Re Lear might 
have looked. These letters reveal Verdi's deep understanding of his beloved 'Papa' and 
of the operatic stage. 
II . The Historical Background of Re Lear 
The history of Re Lear, a curious and complicated one, reaches back to 1843, barely 
four years after Verdi's first opera, Oberto, was produced. At that time Verdi aban-
doned his brief flirtation with the idea for lack of an opera company capable of per-
forming such an ambitious work. Three years later, when Benjamin Lumley requested 
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a n  o p e r a  f o r  h i s  L o n d o n  s e a s o n ,  V e r d i  a g r e e d  t o  r e c o n s i d e r  R e  L e a r  b e c a u s e  H e r  
M a j e s t y ' s  T h e a t r e  c o u l d  p r o v i d e  a  b a s s  ( t h e  c e l e b r a t e d  L u i g i  L a b l a c h e )  c a p a b l e  o f  s i n g i n g  
L e a r .  B u t ,  a s  L u m l e y  l a t e r  r e c o u n t e d :  " V e r d i ' s  h e a l t h  g a v e  w a y  . . .  a n d  t h e  o p e r a  i t s e l f  
w a s  n o t  f o r t h c o m i n g : ' 4  
I n  1 8 5 6 ,  V e r d i  r e t u r n e d  t o  R e  L e a r ,  t h i s  t i m e  s e n d i n g  S a l v a t o r e  C a m m a r a n o  a  d e t a i l e d  
s c e n a r i o  o f  t h e  p r o p o s e d  o p e r a .  
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C a m m a r a n o ,  a n  a c c o m p l i s h e d  l i b r e t t i s t ,  h a d  c o l l a b o -
r a t e d  w i t h  V e r d i  o n  A l z i r a  ( 1 8 4 5 ) ,  L a  B a t t a g l i a  D i  L e g n a n o  ( 1 8 4 9 ) ,  L u i s a  M i l l e r  ( 1 8 4 9 ) ,  
a n d  w o u l d  l a t e r  w r i t e  t h e  l i b r e t t o  f o r  I l  T r o v a t o r e  ( 1 8 5 3 ) .  V e r d i ' s  d r a f t  o f  R e  L e a r ,  o u t -
l i n i n g  a  f o u r - a c t  o p e r a  o f  e l e v e n  s c e n e s ,  i s  a  s u r p r i s i n g l y  c o m p l e t e  d o c u m e n t ,  s e n s i -
t i v e  t o  t h e  n e e d s  o f  t h e  r e d u c e d  d r a m a .  F u r t h e r  w o r k  o n  t h e  l i b r e t t o  w a s  d e l a y e d ,  
a n d  i n  J u l y  1 8 5 2  C a m m a r a n o ' s  s u d d e n  d e a t h  f o r c e d  V e r d i  t o  s e t  t h e  p r o j e c t  a s i d e .  
T h e  f o l l o w i n g  y e a r  V e r d i  r e t u r n e d  t o  R e  L e a r ,  t h i s  t i m e  w i t h  t h e  p o e t  a n d  p l a y w r i g h t  
A n t o n i o  S o m m a .  B y  m i d - 1 8 5 3  t h e y  w e r e  d e e p l y  i n v o l v e d ,  w i t h  t h e  M a e s t r o  t e a c h i n g  
t h e  i n e x p e r i e n c e d  S o m m a  t h e  r u d i m e n t s  o f  l i b r e t t o  w r i t i n g .  V e r d i ' s  l e t t e r s  a r e  l i b e r a l -
l y  s p r i n k l e d  w i t h  p o l i t e  c o r r e c t i o n s  a n d  d e l e t i o n s ,  a n d  a f t e r  t h r e e  y e a r s  o f  f r u s t r a t i o n  
o n  b o t h  s i d e s ,  t h e  c o l l a b o r a t i o n  p r o d u c e d  a  l i b r e t t o ,  p e r h a p s  e v e n  a  s c o r e .  
R e  L e a r  w a s  o f f e r e d  t o  t h e  N a p l e s  S a n  C a r l o  f o r  t h e  1 8 5 7 - 5 8  s e a s o n ,  p r o v i d e d  t h e  
m a n a g e m e n t  e n g a g e d  t h e  r i g h t  s i n g e r s .  A t  t h i s  s t a g e  i n  h i s  c a r e e r ,  V e r d i  w a s  a  s t e r n  
t a s k m a s t e r ,  d e m a n d i n g  h i g h  s t a n d a r d s  o f  p e r f o r m e r s .  F o r  t h e  S a n  C a r l o  p r e m i e r e  h e  
s p e c i f i e d  M a r i e t t a  P i c c o l o m i n i  ( w h o  h a d  t r i u m p h e d  a s  V i o l e t t a )  f o r  C o r d e l i a ,  a n d  
G i u s e p p i n a  B r a m b i l l a  ( a  c o n t r a l t o  o f  c o n s i d e r a b l e  f a m e )  a s  t h e  F o o l .  P r o t r a c t e d  n e g o t i -
a t i o n s  e n d e d  i n  c a n c e l l a t i o n ,  a n d  t h e  e v i d e n c e  s u g g e s t s  V e r d i  m e a n t  t h e m  t o .  
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A l l  
i n d i c a t i o n s  p o i n t  t o  h i s  u n w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  s e t  S o m m a ' s  l i b r e t t o  t o  m u s i c .  
A f t e r  1 8 5 8 ,  R e  L e a r  r e s u r f a c e d  t w i c e  m o r e :  o n c e  f o r  t h e  1 8 6 3  P a r i s  O p e r a  s e a s o n ,  
a n d  m u c h  l a t e r  w h e n  V e r d i  a n d  A r r i g o  B o i t o  b e g a n  t h e i r  c e l e b r a t e d  c o l l a b o r a t i o n .  
T h u s ,  t h o u g h  K i n g  L e a r  w a s  V e r d i ' s  f i r s t  f l i r t a t i o n  w i t h  h i s  b e l o v e d  S h a k e s p e a r e ,  t w e n t y  
y e a r s  o f  o f f  a n d  o n  w o r k  p r o d u c e d  n o  o p e r a .  I f  V e r d i  c o m p o s e d  a n y  m u s i c  f o r  R e  
L e a r ,  i t  w a s  e i t h e r  d e s t r o y e d ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  h i s  f i n a l  i n s t r u c t i o n s  f o r  a l l  h i s  u n p u b -
l i s h e d  m u s i c ,  o r  ( m o r e  l i k e l y )  f o u n d  i t s  w a y  i n t o  o t h e r  o p e r a s ,  a s  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  a r o s e .  
H I  ·  T h e  S o m m a  C o l l a b o r a t i o n  
O f  t h e  t w o  l i b r e t t o  p r o j e c t s ,  S o m m a ' s  c o m p l e t e d  v e r s i o n  i s  o f  i n t e r e s t  m a i n l y  f o r  
i t s  i n c r e d i b l e  ( e v e n  f o r  o p e r a ! )  m a n g l i n g  o f  t h e  o r i g i n a l .  I n  h i s  i n i t i a l  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e ,  
V e r d i  b r i e f l y  s u m m a r i z e d  t h e  L e a r  p l o t ,  i n s t r u c t i n g  S o m m a  t o  " d o  w h a t  - i n  y o u r  
j u d g e m e n t  - s e e m s  r i g h t  t o  y o u .  O n l y  k e e p  y o u r  e y e  o n  t h e  n e e d  f o r  a b s o l u t e  b r e v i t y : '
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I n  t h e  l e t t e r s  t h a t  f o l l o w e d ,  V e r d i  p r e s e n t e d  a  t e x t b o o k  o f  l i b r e t t o  w r i t i n g ,  i n s t r u c t i n g  
50 
the inexperienced Somma in all aspects of the operatic stage. But in the end Verdi 
got - in place of "absolute brevity" - a sprawling, confused, and confusing libretto. 
Cutting aqd rearranging, Somma eliminated Edgar and Gloucester, introducing in 
their place a new character, "the Hermit." (One can imagine Verdi's enthusiasm for 
this little alteration, since hermits usually appear in opera to unravel those knotty 
plots that artless librettists create through their cutting and rearranging!) In addition, 
Somma left Edmund's death in the final act unresolved. But when he suggested a 
ballet and chorus to resolve some of the problems the trimming had caused, Verdi 
had had enough. His April 7, 1856 letter to Somma sums up the distress: 
I'm not sure the fourth act of "King Lear" is good in the form in which you 
just sent it to me, but I know that you can't impose so many recitatives one 
after another on the audience, especially in the fourth act. I would be willing 
to set even a newspaper or a letter to music, but in the theater the public will 
stand for anything except boredom ... [Act IV] certainly lacks brevity, perhaps 
clarity, perhaps truth. 
Clearly Somma was over his head. The libretto had lost its focus: it was no longer 
Shakespeare. Indeed, it was a giant step back from the outline Verdi had proposed 
to Cammarano six years earlier. 
IV - The Cammarano Collaboration 
That outline- 125 lines long- reduced Shakespeare's sprawling original (twenty-
six scenes in five acts) to eleven scenes in four acts. From the outset Verdi knew they 
were dealing with something unusual and he urged Cammarano to approach Re Lear 
freed from the previous operatic conventions: 
You understand that there is no need to turn Re Lear into the kind of drama 
we have thus far been accustomed to; but let us treat it in a completely new 
way, on a grand scale, without regard for conventions.8 
Exactly what he had in mind Verdi didn't make clear. Perhaps, as he later confessed, 
it was his difficulty with Shakespeare's "changing scenes all the time;' the effect of 
which "was like watching a magic lantern!'9 The finished outline, however, reflects 
no difficulty of this kind; indeed, this amazing summary shows Verdi's keen under-
standing of both King Lear and the operatic stage. 
For Re Lear Verdi planned principal roles for Lear, Cordelia, Edmund, Edgar, and 
the Fool; secondary ones for Regan, Goneril, Kent, and Gloucester. He also planned 
for the usual chorus and supernumeraries. In general, the casting reflects the usual 
resources of mid-nineteenth century opera houses; but Verdi's placing the Fool among 
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t h e  p r i n c i p a l s ,  t o  b e  s u n g  b y  a  w o m a n ,  w a s  a  b o l d  s t r o k e ,  e m p h a s i z i n g  t h e  i m p o r -
t a n c e  t h e  F o o l  h a d  f o r  h i m .  
I n  t h e  o u t l i n e ,  A c t  I  i n c l u d e s  t h r e e  s c e n e s :  t h e  f i r s t  - s e t  i n  t h e  " G r e a t  S t a t e r o o m  
o f  L e a r ' s  P a l a c e "  - c o v e r s  t h e  d i v i s i o n  o f  t h e  k i n g d o m ,  K e n t ' s  b a n i s h m e n t ,  a n d  " C o r -
d e l i a ' s  f a r e w e l l . "  T h e  n e x t  s c e n e  s h i f t s  t o  G l o u c e s t e r ' s  c a s t l e  w h e r e  E d m u n d  d e l i v e r s  
h i s  f a m e d  s o l i l o q u y ,  " T h o u ,  N a t u r e ,  a r t  m y  g o d d e s s : '  F r o m  h e r e ,  V e r d i  c o m p r e s s e s  
S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  l . i i  a n d  I l . i  a n d  c l o s e s  t h e  s c e n e  w i t h  " E d g a r  f l e e s ,  a f t e r  a t t e m p t i n g  w i t h  
p i t i f u l  w o r d s  t o  s o o t h "  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  a n g e r .  T h e  n e x t  s c e n e  f o l l o w s  S h a k e s p e a r e ,  b u t  
o m i t s  K e n t  i n  t h e  s t o c k s .  T h e  f i r s t  a c t  c l o s e s ,  i n  V e r d i ' s  w o r d s :  
L e a r ,  r e a l i z i n g  h i s  d a u g h t e r s '  h e a r t l e s s n e s s ,  c r i e s ,  " Y o u  t h i n k  I ' l l  w e e p ;  n o ,  I ' l l  
n o t  w e e p : '  S w e a r i n g  v e n g e a n c e  h e  e x c l a i m s  t h a t  h e  w i l l  d o  t e r r i b l e  t h i n g s ,  " W h a t  
t h e y  a r e  y e t ; '  h e  k n o w s  n o t ,  " b u t  t h e y  s h a l l  b e  t h e  t e r r o r s  o f  t h e  e a r t h : '  ( T h e  
n o i s e  o f  a  t e m p e s t  b e g i n s  t o  b e  h e a r d ) .  T h e  c u r t a i n  f a l l s .  
T h o u g h  V e r d i  p r o v i d e d  n o  m u s i c a l  d e t a i l s ,  t h e  o r d e r i n g  o f  e v e n t s  a n d  s t a g e  d i r e c -
t i o n s  s u g g e s t  a  c l o s i n g  t r i o  o f  L e a r ,  t h e  F o o l ,  a n d  K e n t ,  s u p p o r t e d  b y  t h e  s e c o n d a r y  
c h a r a c t e r s  a n d  c h o r u s .  L e a r ' s  b e i n g  t u r n e d  o u t  i n  t h e  s t o r m  p r o v i d e s  a  p o w e r f u l  A c t  I  
c u r t a i n ,  i n d e e d .  
T h e  s e c o n d  a c t  o p e n s  i n  t h e  m i d s t  o f  t h e  s t o r m ,  c o n t i n u i n g  t h e  a c t i o n  o f  A c t  I .  
V e r d i  f u s e s  t h e  o r i g i n a l  s c e n e s  i ,  i i ,  a n d  i v  o f  A c t  I I I  i n t o  a  s c e n e  o f  L e a r ' s  g r o w i n g  
m a d n e s s .  E d g a r  h a s  n o w  j o i n e d  t h e  w a y w a r d  t r i o .  V e r d i ,  t a k e n  b y  t h e  p r o s p e c t s  o f  
a  m a d  L e a r  a n d  t h e  d i s h e v e l l e d  E d g a r ,  p r o j e c t s  a  " m a g n i f i c e n t  q u a r t e t "  b u i l t  a r o u n d  
L e a r ' s  " W h a t ,  h a v e  h i s  d a u g h t e r s  b r o u g h t  h i m  t o  t h i s  p a s s ? / C o u l d ' s t  t h o u  s a v e  n o t h -
i n g ?  W o u l d ' s t  t h o u  g i v e ' e m  a l l ? "  T h e  s c e n e  c l o s e s  w i t h  G l o u c e s t e r ' s  a r r i v a l  i n  s e a r c h  
o f  L e a r .  
T h e  n e x t  t w o  s c e n e s  d e v e l o p  a r o u n d  E d m u n d ' s  p l o t t i n g  w i t h  t h e  s i s t e r s ,  t h e  p l a n n e d  
b l i n d i n g  o f  G l o u c e s t e r ,  a n d  t h e  i m p e n d i n g  b a t t l e  w i t h  F r a n c e .  V e r d i ' s  o u t l i n e  s k e t c h e s  
t h e  f i r s t  s c e n e  o n l y  s u p e r f i c i a l l y ,  b u t  t h e  s e c o n d  r e t u r n s  R e  L e a r  t o  h i g h  d r a m a .  H e r e  
V e r d i  p l a n s  E d m u n d ' s  a r i a  " T o  b o t h  s i s t e r s  h a v e  I  s w o r n  m y  l o v e , "  a n d  a  d u e t  w i t h  
G o n e r i l  o v e r  h e r  t o k e n  o f  l o v e .  F o r  t h i s  s c e n e  V e r d i  r e a c h e s  o v e r  t o  S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  
A c t s  I V  a n d  V ,  r e a r r a n g i n g  a n d  c o m p r e s s i n g  t h e  s p r a w l i n g  s u b p l o t  t o  g i v e  i t  o p e r a -
t i c  c o h e r e n c e  a n d  f o r c e .  
T h e  f i n a l  s c e n e  o f  A c t  I I  r e t u r n s  t o  t h e  n o w  d e l i r i o u s  L e a r ,  w h o  w i s h e s  t o  s e t  u p  
a  c o u r t  o f  j u s t i c e  t o  t r y  h i s  f a i t h l e s s  d a u g h t e r s .  L e a r ,  g r o w i n g  p r o g r e s s i v e l y  m a d ,  f i n a l -
l y  f a l l s  a s l e e p .  V e r d i  d e s c r i b e s  t h i s  a s  a n  " e x t r e m e l y  b i z a r r e  a n d  m o v i n g  s c e n e ; '  a n d  
m a y  h a v e  h a d  t h i s  i n  m i n d  w h e n  h e  c a u t i o n e d  C a m m a r a n o  n o t  t o  b e  b o u n d  b y  c o n -
v e n t i o n a l  o p e r a t i c  v e r s e s .  B u t  f o r  t h e  o u t l i n e ,  t h e  M a e s t r o  t e m p o r i z e s  w i t h  a  c o n -
v e n t i o n a l  c h o r u s  o f  p e a s a n t s  t o  a c c o m p a n y  L e a r ,  K e n t ,  E d g a r ,  a n d  t h e  F o o l .  P e r h a p s  
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when he came to writing this second act close, Verdi would have followed his own 
advice - "to treat it in a new way ... without regard for conventions" - and left the 
four principals to their "bizarre and moving" quartet, without those gratuitous peasants. 
Verdi's third act focuses on Lear and Cordelia, its two scenes taken from the late 
portions of Shakespeare's Act IV. The first shows Cordelia's great sorrow over her 
father's fate. Verdi outlines it thusly: "Cordelia, wild with joy, thanks heaven and 
yearns for the moment of vengeance:' The second scene brings Lear and Cordelia 
together in a "Tent in the French Camp:' In Verdi's summary, the scene opens with 
"Lear asleep on a bed." After a brief exchange between Cordelia and the doctor, "Lear 
awakens. Magnificent duet, as in Shakespeare's scene. The curtain falls." And what 
a curtain that would have been! 
Of Act IV's two scenes, the first opens on Edgar leading the blind Gloucester, who 
laments the unjust treatment from his son. Shortly we learn of France's defeat and 
the capture of Lear and Cordelia. The victorious forces appear on stage to the tune 
of a "March:' Suddenly the armed Edgar appears, "with visor lowered" and accuses 
Edmund of high treason; Edgar reveals the incriminating letter. They duel and Edmund 
is mortally wounded. Before he dies he confesses all and urges Edgar hurry to save 
Cordelia and Lear. 
The final action, which Verdi characterizes as "a moving scene between Lear and 
Cordelia" is set in prison. Here "Cordelia begins to feel the effects of the poison:' 
Albany, Kent, and Edgar are too late to save her, and "Lear, paying no attention to 
their arrival, takes up Cordelia's corpse and exclaims: 'She's dead as earth. Howl! Howl! 
etc: Ensemble finale with Lear having the leading part. End:' That is how Verdi fin-
ished his proposed Re Lear. Noticeably absent in this conclusion is the carnage that 
bedecks Shakespeare's stage. Verdi wanted no excess of corpses to blur the image, insist-
ing the final tableau focus of the angelic Cordelia and the broken Lear. This dramatic 
intention led him to alter Cordelia's death to poisoning, which allowed for the final 
scene between father and daughter, showing "her agony and death." Throughout his 
planning for Re Lear, Verdi maintained a consistent image for Cordelia. As he later 
instructed Somma, "I won't have Cordelia appear in armor, but rather, as through-
out the drama, as a woman and angel." 10 
As the summary for Cammarano clearly shows, Verdi's original Re Lear plans were 
eminently workable. From an otherwise complex original - perhaps Shakespeare's 
most .complicated tragedy - Verdi produced a dramatically effective outline for a libretto. 
The result of his compression and rearrangement was a concentrated, yet coherent 
libretto, one with the power of the original. All that remained was for the librettist 
to supply the verses, which would be turned into music "on a grand scale:' That Cam-
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